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By Katie Kosanke 

Urban forestry 
management 
may have some 

overlap of techniques 
with traditional for-
estry, such as thinning 
for fuels reduction and 
forest health objectives 
at conservation park sites; however, the 
rest as you can imagine is quite different. 
Urban foresters manage a collection of 
trees within a highly non-native envi-
ronment to maximize the many benefits 
trees provide to people.

The trees we manage and oversee 
care of are mostly in manicured park 
properties and along bustling city streets. 
The benefits trees provide to people 
are incredible in the urban landscape! I 
know this audience is well aware of tree 
benefits; however, I think it is important 
context to review, since these are the spe-
cific reasons why we plant and manage 
trees within cities. I like to lump benefits 
into four categories—environmental, 
economic, social, and human health. 

• Environmental benefits are remark-
able, and of course include reduction of 
pollution, storage of carbon, reduction of 
airborne particulates and a big one within 
cities—stormwater mitigation. Trees 
intercept the rain as it falls and prevent 
massive amounts of contaminated water 
from either directly reaching water re-
sources or a wastewater treatment plant. 
Treating stormwater is expensive. Many 

cities have had to install massive under-
ground tanks to handle high precipitation 
events or else sewage overflows happen. 
Within a city, we consider trees as green 
infrastructure assets. Trees provide 
critical services and are the only items 
installed that appreciate over time, and 
benefits and value continue to increase as 
canopies grow. Most ‘grey’ infrastructure 
breakdowns and degrades over time.

• Economic benefits also include 
stormwater mitigation, since costly infra-
structure is at times installed for mitiga-
tion. Trees can also reduce energy costs. 
When a home is shaded, air conditioning 
use is reduced. Research has also shown 
that large trees increase property values 
up to 15%. It is commonly said trees are 
often a key factor of consideration when 
property appraisers are determining 
the value of homes. Trees are good for 
business! Studies show consumers travel 
from further away and spend more mon-
ey in treed business districts.

• Social and human health benefits 
include creating a wonderful sense of 
community and place. Trees make our 
communities iconic, beautiful, and hold 
special meaning. People often plant trees 
to honor someone or as a memorial, 
or for a special celebration. Believe it 
or not, trees actually reduce crime and 
provide traffic calming benefits. Hospital 
recovery times and medication needed 
are reduced when a patient has a view 
of a treed landscape versus a brick wall. 
Countless studies have occurred in re-
cent years and human health benefits are 
being more understood. Researchers are 
uncovering a body of evidence, proving 
what we all know to be true—nature and 
trees are good for us and have both long- 
and short-term mental and physical 
health benefits. If you are interested in 
more information on these topics, I en-
courage you to do your own research as it 
is now widespread and easy to find.

Active management in the city
Now let’s talk about active manage-

ment. From an urban forestry perspec-
tive, active management absolutely has 
to include many creative strategies. Our 
Spokane Urban Forestry program aims to 
create a diverse, healthy, and accessible 
urban tree canopy for the benefit of Spo-
kane’s citizens through quality planting, 

protection, and stewardship.
Urban foresters strive for an increase 

in landcover covered by tree canopies to 
maximize benefits to all parts of a city. 
Historically, trees were primarily planted 
in affluent neighborhoods, which is an 
unfortunate common occurrence across 
the nation. Increasing canopy cover 
means properly planting high numbers 
of diverse species of trees that tolerate 
tough urban conditions in areas of the 
city while prioritizing neighborhoods 
with the fewest trees or highest environ-
mental disparities. Many citizens want 
native trees to be planted, and we surely 
do too. However, a ponderosa pine or a 
Douglas-fir that grows in eastern Wash-
ington forests simply cannot be success-
ful in a “planting pit” within the sidewalk 
or a five-foot-wide street side planting 
strip where most native soil is long gone. 
We set our native trees up for success by 
planting them in areas with adequate soil 
volume and space to grow.

Planting a diversity of ages and species 
makes a community more resilient in 
the worst-case scenario of a major pest 
issue. This has been the unfortunate 
outcome for elm (Dutch elm disease) 
and ash/Fraxinus species (emerald ash 
borer—not in Washington, yet), which 
have caused mass mortality in communi-
ties with a high number of these specific 
species. Proper planting is crucial since 
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To remain proactive in their management, 
the Urban Forestry program employs 
two full-time ISA Certified Arborists and 
seasonally brings on additional tree 
workers.
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many trees with problems in landscapes 
are attributed simply to improper plant-
ing. Planting too deep is a common trend 
as well as root issues not being corrected 
at planting time. Nowadays, most cities 
have specifications for planting when in 
a right-of-way space or a site’s required 
landscaping.

In addition to planting, we must 
provide excellent care for the trees we 
have so they provide maximum benefits 
to the entire community for as long as 
possible. Trees need adequate water and 
should be in good condition to provide 
benefits and ensure that recreational and 
park spaces, and tree-lined streets are 
safe for the public to enjoy. Protection 
of trees from nearby development and 
construction also needs to be overseen to 
realistically preserve trees when projects 
are happening nearby. 

Formative, proactive pruning is a 
priority to promote strong structure, 
make trees more resilient to storms, and 
extend their lifespan. Removing dead 
trees or those that pose an imminent risk 
in a timely manner is also a high priority. 
If pruning can minimize risk, this shall 

be considered over removal. We close-
ly evaluate risk with trained arborists 
to make informed decisions and have 
ordinance criteria to follow for removals, 
so healthy trees are not removed without 
ample reason. Being proactive is key in 
active management. Unfortunately for 
many programs, reactive work is all that 
can be managed, which is unfortunate 
for such a valuable asset.

The social license of active 
management

Active management is also about 
working with citizens, community 
stakeholders, and with often changing 
city leadership. This can be tricky since 
not everyone appreciates or understands 
trees equally, so there is much education 
involved. Urban foresters spend a lot of 
time working with people, making a case 
for programs, and garnering support, 
all the while competing for resources 
in cities where there are many items of 
importance. Citizens within a commu-
nity hold an array of perspectives about 
how trees should be managed. Some 
believe in a hands-off approach—trees 
are nice to have but are not a necessity or 
asset that needs basic care. Then, there 
are those who have a specific aesthetic 
preference and want every broken twig 
from a crown removed. There are also 
varied risk tolerance levels continually 
expressed. Some have incredibly high 
tolerances and want trees to fail natural-
ly, which in park settings, we certainly 
cannot allow for public safety reasons. 

Then, some have extremely low tolerance 
and want any tree in striking distance to 
any target removed. Again, much time is 
spent educating the public on manage-
ment strategies and priorities.

In order to increase plantings and 
support, we actively pursue partner-
ships with citizens, neighborhoods, and 
valuable community partners such as 
nonprofit organizations. These advocates 
can greatly assist in continually accom-
plishing more. Partnerships are key in 
gaining program support, coordinating 
events, recruiting volunteers, fundrais-
ing, pursuing grant funding and more. 
We simply cannot do it alone. 

To say urban forestry management is 
complex is an understatement, and the 
level of management varies from city to 
city. However, just in the 15 years I have 
been in this field, I am seeing a continual 
uptick in support and understanding of 
trees, nationwide. Decision makers and 
government leaders also are better un-
derstanding trees and their importance 
within a city and directing funding. Trees 
are no longer simply something nice to 
have, they are an absolute necessity that 
must be actively managed.  WF

Katie Kosanke is an urban forester 
for the city of Spokane. An ISA Certified 
Arborist, she is also a ISA Municipal 
Specialist, and holds the Tree Risk 
Assessment Qualification. Kosanke can be 
reached at kkosanke@spokanecity.org or 
(509) 363-5496. 
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The city of Spokane has an average of 20% canopy cover, and its goal is for every neighborhood 
to have 30% canopy cover by 2030. The recently launched SpoCanopy program partners 
with residents and volunteers, such as Maia Inniss (featured), to plant trees throughout their 
neighborhoods.




